The book is written by a science historian and its theme is the interrelationship of genetics and eugenics, from the 19th century to the present time. Most of the developments in genetics and their history will be familiar to geneticists, but what will be less familiar will be the repeated misapplications of these developments in eugenics and the far reaching consequences over the years for society.
The early workers in genetics are vividly and fully depicted in a series of character vignettes that are delightful to read, and which show how importantly a scientist's temperament and political views can influence his approach to a topic like eugenics. The origins of eugenics are traced from Francis Galton and Karl Pearson, through Davenport and his American colleagues, to the remarkable flowering of human genetics in Britain in the form of Penrose, J B S Haldane, Hogben, and R A Fisher. In general the British (especially Penrose and Haldane) come over in a much more favourable light than do most of their American counterparts! Interwoven with these portraits is an account of the political and social consequences of the enthusiasm for eugenics, and subsequently the reaction against it, which makes sobering reading; the issues involved and the class and racial prejudices of both politicians and scientists concerned are just as alive today as in the 1930s.
The relationship between Britain and America in the development of human genetics is an especially valuable contribution of this book, and the author's historical perspective serves him well in this. The attitudes of leading scientists 30 to 40 years ago still influence the subject as it exists today, notably the over-reliance on intellectual power alone and the undervaluing of technology and teamwork seen in Britain at that time and contrasting strikingly with the approach taken in America.
I think that everyone in human and medical genetics should read this book; much of it will and should be a sobering experience. My only criticism of it relates not to the author, but the publishers, who have used a tiringly small typeface. If you have poor eyesight you might be advised to read it in the back numbers of the New Yorker.
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